The assessments were made confidentially, and presumably without the knowledge of the individual in question. This system would later change and by the turn of the century, businesses were encouraged to make their public statements available to the agency for inclusion in its reporting system. The reporters were not supposed to be known to their communities.
Apparently, most of them were young lawyers or bank clerks resident in the city or district they were responsible for, though the regular reporters were often supplemented by field agents sent out directly from the head office. Local reporters were not paid for their services, but did receive the business of the agency and its customers whenever there was some action taken against a local businessman. In addition to their regular reporting, they were often requested to do an assessment on a specific firm at the instigation of one of the subscribers to the system.
The confidentiality that was central to the system has been responsible for the preservation of the records in the form that they have survived.
The practice, in the beginning, was for a client of the system to come to the office in New York and have the report on a firm demanding credit read to him by one of the clerks in the firm. This practice led to some rather nasty court cases, instigated by firms that had failed to get a good rating, but the system was successfully defended by the firm. That confidentiality is still a factor today. Permission to use the ledgers is contingent on agreeing not to publish anything from them that might potentially damage the current customers of the firm and the technical approval of the company for anything that is published. The firm of Dun and Bradstreet has not exercised that prerogative. The custodian of the collection is Mr. Robert Lovett, Curator of Manuscripts at the Baker Library.
